The role of preoperative positron emission tomography/computed tomography (PET/CT) in patients with high-risk melanoma.
Positron emission tomography/computed tomography (PET/CT) scanning is commonly used for the preoperative staging of patients with at least intermediate thickness (>1 mm) melanomas. Its role in staging at initial diagnosis for clinically asymptomatic patients is not yet established. We examined records of all patients receiving an operation for at least an intermediate thickness melanoma from June 2005 to June 2011. Results of preoperative PET/CT scans were evaluated in asymptomatic patients with a negative physical exam. Outcome measures included changes in clinical management, as well as incidence of true- and false-positives. PET/CT scans were performed for 149 patients with at least an intermediate thickness melanoma. Positive scans were identified in 28% (41/149) of patients. An invasive procedure to further aid in diagnosis was performed in 44% (18), yet only 6 (15%) patients were diagnosed with metastatic cancer (85% false positive rate). Each of these patients had regional disease subsequently diagnosed by a sentinel lymph node biopsy. No distant metastatic disease was identified. Preoperative PET/CT in asymptomatic patients is of limited benefit in staging asymptomatic melanoma patients with at least an intermediate thickness melanoma and may lead to unnecessary invasive procedures.